Fighting Diplomatic Technophobia
Andrew Lawler SAN FRANCISCO-The first science and technology (S&T) adviser to the U.S. Secretary of State says that his strategy of building a "superconducting bus-bar" between the scientific community and foreign policy-makers is well under way-against the odds.
Norman Neureiter, who got the job 5 months ago after a long campaign by the R&D community to establish the position (Science, 8 December 2000 , p. 1893 , has persuaded government agencies, industry organizations, and scientific societies to fund S&T-related slots at embassies overseas and at State headquarters in Washington. On 16 February, he told an audience at the meeting that this approach is vital, given State's constrained budget and lack of in-house S&T expertise.
"To be effective we must penetrate, and demonstrate our value to, the regional bureaus," he said. "They are the real heart of the department, but they are also places where, traditionally, technophobia is pandemic." He noted that most S&T counselors and officers are Foreign Service officials with little or no technical background.
To help fill that gap, NASA Administrator Dan Goldin has promised to pay for five of his agency's staff scientists to work at State, both in Washington and abroad, on 2-year assignments, according to Neureiter. The National Science Foundation, meanwhile, has agreed to support staff members willing to go abroad to an embassy for 1-to 3-month stints. Some three dozen embassies have responded favorably to the idea. "The embassies are on the front line" and are desperate for advice on research-related areas ranging from climate change to genetic engineering, Neureiter said.
The American Institute of Physics also has set up the first paid science diplomat fellowship program among professional societies, and Neureiter indicates that the American Physical Society and other societies may follow suit. The Association of American Universities, a Washington-based organization that represents research universities, put out a call to its members for volunteer State Department summer interns to work on S&T issues. More than 30 students have responded. Some of those, Neureiter hopes, will remain in the Foreign Service-a first step "in building a more scientifically literate Foreign Service officer corps for the future."
Neureiter also is trying to drum up interest in industry. The Industrial Research Institute of Washington, which represents 180 companies in the United States, last week approved plans for diplomatic fellows: up to five industry scientists who would work in embassies abroad for lengthy tours.
Despite the transition of power at State, the S&T adviser's position seems safe for the moment. He met recently with Secretary of State Colin Powell, who told him, says Neureiter, that "everything is fine for now, and we will be taking a look at this down the road."
Neureiter's appointment lasts until September 2003. So far, he is getting high marks from people who have been pushing for greater S&T input into State. "We're impressed with the rapidity with which [he has] moved," said Mary Good, a former Clinton Administration official now at the University of Arkansas, Little Rock. Adds William Golden, a former government adviser who led the push for a stronger science presence at the department: "The tradition has been to bash State, but now there's hope for the future-and the changes already are remarkable." 
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